BETTY JO TEETER DOBBS, The foundations of Newton's alchemy or "The hunting of the greene lyon", Cambridge University Press, 1975, 8vo, pp. xv, 300, illus., £10.50. That Newton, the towering genius of mathematics and science, could also have indulged in ethereal and arcane alchemy has, until recently, appeared to scholars as a paradox. It is now apparent that this need not be so, and Mrs. Dobbs' book contributes importantly to what is becoming a radically revised image of the master. She does this by establishing the historical context and foundations of Newton's alchemy. She has studied carefully the alchemical manuscripts, considered to date from 1668 to 1675, correlating them with Newton's records of his chemical experiments. She also shows that he was in contact with his alchemical contemporaries.
From these basic data the author is able to reveal that alchemical notions are inherent in Newton's subsequent writings, including the Principia of 1687, and that the one concerning a "universal spirit" extensively pervades his thinking to link all physical and biological phenomena of nature. On the other hand, he introduced precision into alchemy by means of mechanical philosophy.
This approach adds a new dimension to Newtonian studies, and Mrs. Dobbs, although at times revealing a lack of depth in the non-alchemical aspects of Newton's work, has provided an excellent interpretation and analysis of it. Her scholarly book will prove to be essential reading for all historians of science, and for those historians of medicine who are concerned with concepts influenced by Newton.
